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Left-right self-placement on a unidimensional scale is a standard question in many social 
and political surveys to measure respondents’ ideological orientation in a minimalist way. 
Although the left-right scale is a standard question, the scale design is not standardized 
across surveys. One aspect of scale design is the offer of a midpoint. This paper is about 
design effects on central left-right scale placement in a cross-national context. How do 
respondents answer if there is no true midpoint: Do respondents who want to express 
a middle position, in the case of a 10-point scale, use scale middle categories as a substitute 
for a true midpoint? Are fi ndings consistent across countries? Offering a midpoint is much 
debated among researchers and quite often, a midpoint might serve as a hidden “don’t 
know” or a missing attitude. Does nonresponse increase when non-attitudes cannot be 
expressed by choosing the neutral midpoint to hide nonresponse? If middle categories in 
the 10-point scale work as substitute for a true midpoint in the 11-point scale, nonresponse 
will not differ. We tested these questions in a split-half experiment where either a 10-point 
or an 11-point scale was asked in an experimental web survey fi elded in six countries. Our 
results seem to confi rm the idea that respondents who favor choosing a scale middle fi nd 
a virtual center in the 10-point scale. However, results are inconsistent in cross-national 
perspective.
Keywords: cross-cultural comparison, scale midpoint, left-right self-placement, open-
ended questions, response behavior 
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1. INTRODUCTION
Left-right self-placement on a unidimensional scale is one of the standard 
questions in many social and political surveys to measure respondents’ ideological 
orientation. However, there is no general standard design for the scale. Usually, 
there are labeled endpoints “left” and “right” and a number of categories in 
between for the degree of left-right placement, but design differs due to the context 
of the question, the tradition of asking the scale, or methodological aspects, such 
as offering a midpoint. 
Offering a midpoint is much debated among political and social sciences 
survey researchers. Quite often a midpoint on the left-right scale serves as a hidden 
“don’t know” (DK) or a missing attitude (Inglehart and Klingemann 1976, Potter 
2001:11–12). To avoid problems in interpretation of a midpoint which might mix 
missing attitudes and substantive attitudes, there are studies where the scale is 
designed with an even number of scale points and, accordingly, without a true 
midpoint. On the other hand, there is research that recommends using a midpoint 
and a scale with an odd number of scale points. While this research is not focused 
on the left-right scale but on Likert and rating scales, we assume that these fi ndings 
also apply for the ideological self-placement scale. O’Muircheartaigh, Krosnick 
and Helic (2000), for example, examining agreement rating scales and using 
Eurobarometer data, found that midpoints do not compromise data quality. They 
also found that omission of midpoints did not lead to an increasing use of the 
categories neighboring the virtual midpoint. It seems that respondents, who could 
not use a (not offered) midpoint, were disposed to decide for both moderate and 
extreme categories and do not concentrate on middle categories. In addition, their 
fi ndings suggest that a midpoint or middle categories and “don’t know” do not 
cover the same underlying concept of a lacking opinion which speaks against the 
idea of a midpoint working as hidden don’t know. 
Worcester and Burns (1975) found that a 4-point scale without midpoint 
pushes more respondents towards the positive end of the scale. Weijters, Cabooter 
and Schillewaert (2010) fi ndings on the effects of scale design go into the same 
direction which leads to the assumption that scales with an even number of scale 
point might produce a positivity bias. O’Muircheartaigh et al. (2000) or Garland 
(1991) in contrast saw a tendency towards disagreement which might lead to 
a negativity bias. 
Tourangeau, Rips and Rasinski (2000) found that strength and stability 
of attitudes might work as moderator of design effects. For the left-right scale 
under consideration Federico (2009) reported that political interest serves as 
key indicator of personal involvement in politics and moderates self-placement. 
Whatever technical considerations on scale design are, there are respondents with 
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a real, politically meaningful middle or neutral ideological attitude. How do they 
use a scale without a scale point which represents their middle or neutral position? 
Do they substitute the non-existing true midpoint by a virtual midpoint and tick 
one of the neighboring categories? Do respondents who genuinely belong in the 
middle of the scale make essentially random choices among the alternatives or do 
they stay next to the midpoint and choose more moderate than extreme categories? 
For cross-national analyses, it is crucial that the interpretation of cross-national 
differences results from substance and not from response effects (Smith 2003). 
Cross-national differences in response styles or systematic response behavior due 
to design result in problems concerning comparative interpretation of the data 
(Yang, Harkness, Chin et al. 2010). For example, Rodon (2014), in his study on 
central placement on the left-right scale, observed signifi cant differences between 
ESS1 countries. He found two main reasons for a central placement: respondent’s 
party preference and a hidden nonresponse of politically uninterested respondents 
with considerable variation across individual countries. Differences in design 
effects that are only found in some countries but not in others produce problems 
in cross-national usability of scales and interpretation of data. Respondents from 
different countries might differ in their reaction on scale types where some types 
might produce a push into the direction of a social acceptable answer. What is the 
socially acceptable answer and what may be positively evaluated in one country 
and might be negative in another country. The connotation of “left” and “right” 
can be positive, neutral or negative. If the evaluation of left and right is the same 
in cross-national context, then there are no interpretation problems. If there are 
differences in evaluation, then there should be a push into different directions. 
In this paper we investigate how respondents use a 10-point left-right self-
placement scale (without midpoint) and an 11-point scale focusing on the use of 
the midpoint in cross-national perspective. National fi ndings from the German 
SOEP2 (Kroh 2007) suggest that both scales work well in technical perspective 
but that the 11-point scale works somewhat better in terms of substantive analyses 
of vote choice.
If both scales work in an equivalent way, then we expect that respondents fi nd 
a virtual midpoint in the scale with an even number of categories and use the 
categories neighboring that virtual midpoint. Garland (1991) has run a split-half 
experiment where both a 4-point and a 5-point scale on importance of product 
labeling were alternatively asked to students in New Zealand. He checked the 
differences in relative frequencies between the odd and the even numbered scale 
points recalculating the 5-point scale distributions by fi ltering only for non-
midpoint respondents to simulate a 4-point scale without midpoint. A test on 
signifi cance showed that recalculated frequencies of the original 5-point scale 
were not similar to the respective frequencies of the 4-point scale and that the 
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differences were signifi cant. He concluded that the use of a midpoint lead to 
a distortion of the distributions. The scale with an even number of scale points 
forces respondents to make a choice and leads to different frequencies of the two 
more middle categories. We will test this fi nding for the 11-point and 10-point 
left-right scale and check whether results are consistent in cross-national context. 
H1: In a 10-point scale without a true midpoint, respondents fi nd a virtual midpoint 
and use the middle categories 5 or 6 as a substitute.
If a 10-point scale without true midpoint and an 11-point scale with true 
midpoint do not differ in performance across countries, we do not expect 
differences in the amount of “don’t knowers” in between the two scales in any 
country in the experiment. Even when the midpoint of the 11-point scale works as 
a hidden “don’t know” non-attitude might also be hidden in the 10-point scale and 
its middle categories 5 and 6.
H2: If the middle categories in the 10-point scale work as a substitute for a true 
midpoint in the 11-point scale, there will be no signifi cant difference in nonresponse 
between a 10-point and 11-point scale.
Following the idea of social desirability pushing respondents who are offered 
scales with an even number of scale points into the direction of scale endpoints, 
we expect a more skewed distribution for the 10-point scale than for the 11-point 
scale. 
H3: A 10-point left-right scale will be more skewed than an 11-point scale. 
Pursuing the idea of social acceptable answers and a push, there still is the 
question whether fi ndings are similar across countries. “Right” in many languages 
does not only refer to a direction but has also got a positive connotation of “correct”, 
“just”, “honest”, or “law” (in German: Recht; in French: droit; in Spanish: derecha) 
while “left” often refers to “inept”, “gauche”, or even “cheat” and has got a more 
negative meaning. However, in terms of political and historical context, countries 
might differ (Bobio 1996:40-41). For example, “right” in Germany has a negative 
connotation and is sometimes linked to right-extreme. The coding scheme 
developed by Zuell and Scholz (2012) documents a variety of associations with 
the terms “left” and “right” in cross-national perspective. 
So, in the case of the 10-point scale, is there a push into the same direction or 
do countries differ according to differences in social acceptability? 
H4: In countries where “right” is socially desirable and assessed positively, the 
push will be to the right of the scale and the skewness will be negative. In countries 
where “left” is socially desirable and assessed positively, the push will be to the 
left of the scale and the skewness will be positive.
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If design effects are moderated by strength of political involvement we expect 
that respondents with strong political interest behave more robust against changes 
in scale design than respondents with a low interest.
H5: If political interest moderates design effects, for politically uninterested 
respondents design effects are stronger than for politically interested respondents.
2. DATA, SPLIT-HALF EXPERIMENT
To test our hypotheses, we use data from the 2011 CICOM3 project, which ran web 
surveys in six countries: three Western European (Denmark, Germany, and Spain); 
two North American (Canada and the U.S.); and Hungary as a former Communist 
country. Respondents were drawn from non-probability access panels according to 
pre-set quotas based on gender, age, and education to obtain balanced samples of 
nationals aged 18-65. Sample sizes are approximately 500 at a minimum4. 
Respondents were asked to indicate their ideological position by placing 
themselves on a horizontal left-right scale with the labeled endpoints “left” (at the 
left hand side) and “right” (at the right hand side). A probe question followed on 
a separate screen, asking respondents to specify what they mean by the terms “left” 
and “right”. For both questions, answers were not forced and respondents were 
reminded by soft checks which allows for nonresponse in general. The survey’s 
visual design was identical for all countries in the survey. To test effects of the 
left-right scale design, a split-half experiment was used: Half of the respondents 
received the 10-point scale and the other half of the respondents received the 
11-point scale. The experimental questions on the left-right scale were located in 
the middle of the interview, between a question on satisfaction with democracy 
and items on immigrants.
A tendency to a positive, a neutral or a negative meaning of ”left” and “right” 
in the countries in the experiment was extracted from the probe questions on left 
and right which indicates the respondents’ individual assessment. These answers 
were coded using a coding scheme described by Zuell and Scholz (2012). We 
have analyzed the answers to the open-ended questions and checked for the most 
frequent associations. We found cross-national differences in what is associated 
with left and right. While there are associations where the meaning is either 
neutral or can be seen in a positive or a negative way, we could fi nd clear negative 
associations what is linked to “right” in Germany referring to extremism, radical 
ideas or xenophobia (national socialism by 16%, xenophobia by 11%, right wing 
radicalism by 6%, radical by 6%). For all other countries in the experiment, the 
ideas mentioned on the meaning of “right” do not have such a negative connotation. 
In contrast, in Denmark, Hungary and in the U.S., we could fi nd a slightly more 
positive meaning referring to individualism in Denmark (mentioned by 8%), to 
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patriotism in Hungary (mentioned by 13%), and to freedom in the U.S. (mentioned 
by 8%). In Spain and Canada, the most frequent answers with respect to “right” 
do not have either a positive or a negative meaning5. “Left” in all countries in the 
experiment except the U.S., is linked to solidarity6 or equality7 and thus has a more 
positive meaning. In the U.S., in contrast, “left” has a more negative connotation, 
being associated with regulation (which, in the given coding scheme, was defi ned 
as the opposite category to freedom and is mentioned by 7%). If the idea of social 
acceptable answers is working, then we expect a push into the left direction in 
all countries (the most in Germany, the least in Canada), but a push into the right 
direction in the U.S. To test for a push, we checked the skewness for both the 
11-point and 10-point scale. 
Our indicator which might moderate design effects is political interest, asked 
with fi ve fully-labeled response categories (“very interested”, “interested”, 
“some interest”, “little interest” “not at all interested”). For analytical purposes 
we collapsed strongly interested and interested respondents and respondents who 
were not at all interested or report little interest in politics each into one analytical 
category in order to defi ne two contrast groups and checked the frequency 
distribution for both groups individually. We did not consider respondents who 
reported to have some interest in politics, where we expected confounded effects.
3. RESULTS
If we compare the frequency distribution of the 11-point scale to the distribution 
of the 10-point scale to test whether relative frequencies of the middle categories 
are different, then there are inconsistent fi ndings in a cross-national perspective 
with respect to signifi cant differences (Table 1). We can fi nd signifi cant differences 
in all countries, namely for the categories in the neighborhood of the midpoint. 
However, both in Denmark and Germany there is also another category with 
signifi cant differences between the 11-point scale and the corresponding 10-point 
scale category. For Denmark, there is a difference in the use of category 9 on a low 
level of signifi cance; in Germany, there is a difference in the use of category 4, 
again on a low level of signifi cance. 
Findings by O’Muircheartaigh et al. (2000) that respondents who were not 
offered a true midpoint were disposed to decide for both moderate and extreme 
categories and do not concentrate on middle categories, are not replicated in our 
data either. We did not fi nd a higher use of all categories in the 10-point scale than 
in the 11-point scale. Respondents, who were not offered a true midpoint, did not 
use all scale points but concentrate on the scale middle, and this is consistently 
in all countries in the experiment. Deviations from this fi nding which might 
compromise our hypothesis 1 are on a low level of signifi cance only. 
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Checking for differences in nonresponse, we found that nonresponse in both 
the 11-point and the 10-point scales is low in all countries and varies from 5% 
in Spain to 13% in Canada for the 11-point scale and between 4% in Germany 
and 10% in Canada for the 10-point scale. The 11-point and the 10-point scale 
do not differ signifi cantly in nonresponse. Differences between scales only vary 
from .1% to 2.8%. Results in which scale type nonresponse is higher are not 
consistent across countries: In Canada, Germany and Denmark the 11-point scale 
works slightly worse than the 10-point scale in terms of higher nonresponse while 
nonresponse is a bit lower for the 11-point scale in Spain and Hungary. In the U.S., 
we can fi nd similar nonresponse for both scales with about 7% (Table 1). The 
missing signifi cant design effects with respect to nonresponse speak in favor of 
hypothesis 2. A logistic regression (not reported in the paper in tabular form) with 
nonresponse as dependent variable and scale type and countries as explanatory 
variables (all variables are coded as dummies) does not yield other results: 
whether the 10-point or the 11-point scale was asked does not infl uence the use of 
don’t know whereas we consistently found an effect of country irrespective which 
country was taken as reference variable.
With respect to the skewness in the 11-point and 10-point scale, we found 
that skewness is consistently low (lower than 1.0) in all countries for both scales. 
However, results are not consistent across countries and the 10-point scale does not 
show higher values in skewness than the 11-point scale in general and most of the 
skewness is not signifi cant: For the 10-point scale, skewness is slightly higher in 
Denmark, Germany, Hungary, and the U.S. In Canada the distributions are largely 
symmetric with fi gures between .0 to .05 for both scales. The skewness of the 
11-point scale, however, is higher in Canada and Spain. So, in sum, distributions 
are not highly skewed, and it seems that a scale without midpoint does not push 
respondents towards the scale extreme categories in general. Thus, we cannot 
confi rm hypothesis 3 (Table 1, Figure 1). 
Figure 1 Skewness of the left-right self-placement scale (10-point vs. 11-point) 
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The idea of social desirable answers assumes a push into the social desirable 
direction if a scale lacks a true midpoint. Considering the answers from the open-
ended questions, we expected a push into the right direction in the U.S., while for 
the other countries in the experiment a push into the left direction was assumed with 
the strongest effect in Germany. In fact, in the 10-point scale without midpoint we 
could fi nd a negative (low) skewness in the U.S. and Denmark and positive values 
in Germany (.33), Spain (.08) and Hungary (.17). The German distribution for the 
10-point scale is the only one with a higher skewness in relation to its standard 
error8. So, there is no general push into one direction, but in different directions 
due to different social acceptability across countries, except for Denmark where we 
expected a positive skewness based on a more positive evaluation of “left”. While 
the effect is not very large, hypothesis 4 is confi rmed by our data with the Danish 
exception. Denmark might be exceptional due to unclearness of terms. “Right” 
in the Danish language “venstre” might be mixed up with a Danish liberal party 
named “Venstre” which can be seen in the answers to the open-ended questions 
where the party was associated with both “left” (4% or respondents) and “right” 
(10% of respondents). 
Testing for effects of political interest as moderator of design effects, we 
expected that strongly politically interested respondents would show less 
differences between an 11-point scale with midpoint and a 10-point scale without 
midpoint than politically uninterested respondents do. 
For respondents with a low or no political interest where strong effects from 
scale design and thus high differences in relative frequencies between scales were 
assumed, we found, consistently across countries, higher relative frequencies 
for the middle categories in the 10-point scale than in the 11-point scale and 
signifi cant differences for one of the middle categories (Table 2). Deviations from 
a concentration on middle categories can be found for Germany and for Denmark: 
There are additional scale points with signifi cant differences, however, on a low 
level of signifi cance. 
For respondents with a strong political interest we expected lower design effects 
than for politically uninterested respondents. For those who are more interested in 
politics there are highly signifi cant differences in Canada, Spain, and Hungary and 
no signifi cant differences in the U.S. and Denmark. Germany appears as the outlier 
with signifi cant differences on a low level of signifi cance on the scale points 2, 5 
and 7 and no highly signifi cant differences. In general, differences are lower for 
politically interested respondents than for the uninterested respondents (Table 2), 
except for Spain. While results confi rm our hypothesis 5 on moderating effects of 
political interest in most of the countries in the experiment, it is not confi rmed in 
general.
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4. DISCUSSION
Attempting to fi nd out whether the middle categories of the 10-point left-right 
scale without a true midpoint work as a substitute for the true midpoint of the 
11-point left-right scale, we implemented a split-half experiment in which one 
half of the respondents received the 11-point scale and the other half received the 
10-point scale. In contrast to O’Muircheartaigh et al. (2000), we found that the 
omission of a midpoint lead to increased use of the categories next to the virtual 
midpoint in all countries in the experiment, but the increase is not consistently 
high across all countries. In contrast to their results, we could not fi nd a higher 
use of all categories in a scale with an even number of scale points. Respondents, 
who could not use a (not offered) midpoint, did not decide for both moderate 
and extreme categories but concentrate on middle categories. This is a consistent 
fi nding across all countries. Both the 11-point and the 10-point scale work well 
in terms of nonresponse. That means, omission or existence of a midpoint does 
not signifi cantly infl uence nonresponse. Our analyses show that the hypothesis of 
a push into the direction of scale endpoints for the 10-point scale without midpoint 
does not work consistently across countries and thus cannot be confi rmed in 
general. The highest though still low skewness is found for the 10-point scale in 
Germany. The idea that social desirability pushes responses in the 10-point scale 
into the country-specifi c social desirable direction seems to be confi rmed by our 
data while the effect is not very large. 
In summary, our analyses indicate that the left-right scale does not work 
similarly across countries and design effects are not always clear. These different 
results across countries may indicate that there are different understandings of the 
left-right scale in a cross-national perspective which makes it diffi cult to use the 
left-right scale in a comparative way (e.g., Finlay, Simon and Wilson II 1974). 
However, it seems that the 11-point scale works better than the 10-point scale, in 
particular given the somewhat skewed distribution in the German 10-point scale. 
Whether the fi ndings on left-right scale design can be generalized for other scales 
is unclear. A second scale experiment on democracy satisfaction included in the 
CICOM survey where design options were modeled parallel to the left-right scale 
did not yield similar results: The shapes of both the 11-point and the 10-point scale 
frequency distributions are completely different and there is no concentration on 
scale middles or midpoint at all which, in contrast, is a typical distribution of the 
left-right scale. So, the satisfaction with democracy scale cannot be used to compare 
results. Bauer, Barbera, Ackermann et al. (2014) found that the interpersonal 
comparability of the left-right scale is reduced by the very different meanings 
attributed to the vague left-right concept and raises concerns about the applicability 
of the left-right scale in comparative research. Considering our results we assume 
Ask. Vol. 25 (1, 2016): 3–1614
that not only the interpersonal comparability of left and right is impaired but also 
the cross-national comparability. Weber (2011) investigating effects of labels in 
an 11-point scale in a test-retest experiment using cross-national ESS Round 4 
data similarly found general patterns and exceptional countries. Weber offered 
democratic experience and nonresponse as arguments for deviating results. Our 
assumption for the somewhat unclear results for our left-right scale experiment is 
that latent attitudes or attitudes on topics that might be irrelevant to the respondent 
are more open to design infl uences than strong or robust attitudes are. This idea 
complies with fi ndings on politically uninterested respondents presented in this 
paper where differences between 11-point and 10-point left-right scale seem to 
be higher than for politically interested respondents. Most researchers have used 
cross-national data but did not examine cross-national differences in effects of 
left-right scale design. Weber (2011) has started to check for the issue of cross-
national comparability with respect to scale labels, we have checked for effects of 
length of scale, both of us found exceptional countries challenging the results of 
our analyses and the general comparability of left-right data. Further research on 
left-right scale design in cross-national context is necessary.
NOTES
1 ESS European Social Survey, http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/
2 SOEP The German Socio-Economic Panel, http://www.diw.de/en/soep
3  CICOM: Enhancing the Validity of Intercultural Comparative Surveys; project was 
funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) [grant number BR 908/3-1].
4  Sample size: Canada 536; Denmark 559; Germany 1075; Hungary 559; Spain 559; 
USA 547
5   In Spain the most frequent categories on the meaning of right are “capitalism” (by 22%), 
“conservatism and tradition” (by 16%), “PP” (by 9%), “entrepreneurs and employees” 
(by 8%) and “religion” (by 6%). In Canada the most frequent categories on the meaning 
of right are “liberalism” (by 11%), “socialism” (by 8%), and “progressive” (5%).
6 Denmark: 12%; Germany: 14%; Hungary: 15%; Spain: 10%
7 Denmark: 8%; Germany: 8%; Hungary: 9%; Spain: 17%
8  The ratio between skewness and its standard error is higher than 2 which speaks for an 
asymmetric distribution.
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